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Abstract

The Global South’s documentary heritage is less online than the Global North’s and tools and
methods are needed for enhancing the discoverability of collections where resources are
constrained. The Zulima collection, late 19"- and early 20™-century documents pertaining to an
important female Venezuelan author and playwright is a collection at risk of being lost as there
are currently no memory institutions in Venezuela that can safely keep it. This project proposes a
way to expand on existing metadata management software, SWALLOW, minimal web
templates, a data export to Wikidata, and free asset hosting, to make this collection available
online and accessible for future researchers.

Introduction

Background
Over the last two decades, Dr. Mariana Libertad Suarez, a Venezuelan university professor, has

dedicated herself to researching Latin American women writers from the nineteenth and early
twentieth century who are absent from the literary canon. She has amassed a significant amount
of information about early women writers from Venezuela, including primary-source out-of-
copyright texts and manuscripts, correspondence, and images, as well as research on these
writers. This collection includes priceless items about Zulima (pseudonym for Lina Lopez de
Aramburu), the first female VVenezuelan playwright and one of the first female Venezuelan
authors.

Libertad Suarez left Venezuela years ago due to the ongoing socio-political and economic crisis
there and has brought this archive with her to Spain where she currently teaches at the Pontificia
Universidad Complutense de Madrid.

Neely-Cohen (2025) wrote that if someone wants to store something for 100 years, the best way
would be to keep it within a social or governmental institution that is likely to provide care. The



current situation in Venezuela is dire, with hyperinflation, poverty and widespread hunger, crime
and corruption. Over 7.7 million Venezuelans have left their country in recent years since the
beginning of the Bolivarian Revolution, contributing to the largest recorded refugee crisis in the
Americas (UNHCR, 2025). Early in 2025, Nicolads Maduro was inaugurated for the third time
following a disputed election. U.S., Canada and Europe have increased sanctions on Venezuelan
officials, and the U.S. is offering $25 million for Maduro’s arrest (Spetalnick & Parraga, 2025).

In such an environment, digital preservation of cultural heritage is not a priority. In fact, regions
with centralized power structures such as Venezuela with its single-party rule and authoritarian

regime, authority is maintained by controlling information and history has seen many examples
of the intentional destruction of artifacts and records, censorship of the media, and the silencing
of critics (Budd, 2025).

In Venezuela, there is no public infrastructure available for hosting digital archives. While
similar projects such as Colombia’s Soledad Acosta de Samper Digital Library* have been
created in Latin American countries with better public infrastructure, Venezuelan cultural
heritage is at risk of being forgotten because of barriers to digitization. As the popularity of Al-
powered search increases and sources are obscured, it is increasingly important to get
Venezuelan cultural data online so that it can be included and not forgotten.

Problem statement
Worldwide, memory institutions continue to work on making their collections available online.

While the Global North has both national and international repositories for digital cultural
heritage (e.g., Europeana, Canadiana, the Digital Public Library of America, among others) and
countless memory institutions — galleries, museums, archives and libraries — the Global South is
comparatively underserved. Some of the Global South’s heritage may be available through the
Global North’s platforms because archives were expatriated from source locations, and this is
controversial (Lovering, 2009) and repatriating archives is something institutions have started to
investigate (Christen & Pugh, 2011). The Zulima collection is one example of digital cultural
heritage at risk and surely there are many more examples of such collections. First, there is no
memory institution in VVenezuela to safely hold the collection. The software generally used to
create digital collections either is expensive or requires technical expertise to set up and
maintain. In order to make this collection accessible to future researchers it needs to be online,
preferably in a structured data format that is machine readable, and which offers the highest
chance of being discoverable.

Obijectives

! https://soledadacosta.uniandes.edu.co/
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The objective of this project is to make the Zulima collection, and other collections like it,
available online, discoverable and fully accessible in a way that requires no cost, minimal labour,
and limited ongoing maintenance.

1. To expand on the existing SWALLOW software (Camlot, Neugebauer, & Berrizbeitia,
2020) to make it suitable for cataloguing collections with similar constraints (i.e., create a
portable application that supports multiple interface languages).

2. To support the creation of minimal digital collection websites that use only JavaScript,
local data, standards-based HTML and CSS to create a self-contained, sustainable
collection that can be hosted anywhere.

3. To create machine-readable, linked data from the cataloguing data and make it available
on Wikidata for both creating Wikipedia pages and for data harvesting.

4. To find suitable and sustainable options for hosting digital assets from the collection
(Internet Archive, Flickr Commons, Wikimedia Commons, among others).

Significance

Ferdinand (2000) noted that, in the early days of the internet, there were predictions that it would
“completely revolutionize government and democracy, even that the outcome [would] be a new
wave of democratization world-wide, as authoritarian regimes [would] find it difficult to
survive” (p. 1), but that sadly, the greatest impact at that time was instead on business and
commerce rather than democracy. In Figure 1, laouenan et al. (2021) visualized all the notable
people in Wikipedia and mapped them according to birthplace. The data is dense in Europe and
the United States, and remarkably spare in South America and Africa. Cultural representation is
unequal and uneven globally. In the context of digital humanities, Risam (2019) encourages the
creation of “new tools and methods with epistemological and ontological roots beyond the
Global North” (p. 25).
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Figure 1 Birthplace locations of notable people in Wikipedia (3500 BC to 2018 AD). Note the
imbalance between the Global North and the Global South (laouenan et al., 2021).

Literature review
The digital cultural record, in its gaps, omissions, and rehearsal of

colonial dynamics from the analog cultural record, also has a chronic
problem of epistemic violence, which contravenes cultural survival for
communities whose languages are underrepresented, histories are
suppressed, and stories are untold (Risam, 2019, p. 4)

UNESCO, the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, has concerned
itself with documentary heritage for decades. In 2015, it highlighted the importance of
documentary heritage on many fronts and encouraged member states to safeguard it. UNESCO
(2021b) established the PERSIST project (Platform to Enhance the sustainability of the
Information Society Transglobally) with cooperation from international memory institutions
(IFLA and ICOM), government agencies and the ICT industry. However, there is no actual
software platform — the project was a series of consultations which produced policies and
recommendations. UNESCO’s Information For All Programme (IFAP) Strategic Plan 2023-2029
mentions as objectives “promote and widen access through the organization, digitization and
preservation of information,” but frames the preservation of information as part of the “digital
transformation of memory institutions” where it will provide “metrics, policy guidance, capacity
development and exchanges of experiences” (p. 8) (UNESCO, 2023). Again, within the confines
of memory institutions, a project output is to help safeguard documents held by museums,
libraries and archives. While UNESCO has drawn attention to this area, no tangible assistance is
apparently available for people wanting to catalogue and/or digitize collections aside from a



handful of funded projects (UNESCO, 2024) and guidance on low-tech digitization (UNESCO,
2021b).

While infrastructure such as LOCKSS and CLOCKSS? exists for digital preservation at well-
funded memory institutions that can absorb ongoing costs, this infrastructure is out of reach for
Venezuelan institutions. In a zero-budget scenario, an approach that assumes no ongoing costs is
required. In addition, even if state-funded memory institutions were providing access to this
infrastructure, it is likely in a country like Venezuela that certain items could be censored.
Open-source digital preservation solutions are ideal to avoid having data locked in by vendors or
in proprietary formats and to minimize the financial cost. Omeka?, an open-source software for
digital collections, is commonly used for community archives and smaller projects, but it either
requires technical expertise to maintain this PHP-based software with multiple external
dependencies as well as space to host it or an ongoing subscription for a hosted version.
CONTENTdm*, which costs thousands of dollars per year, is commonly used by institutions, as
well as free, open-source software such as Collective Access®, Collection Space®, which require
technical expertise and resources to host.

Methodology
There are multiple examples of software helping empower marginalized communities. This type

of software has been called ICT4D, information and communication tools for development, and
has been proposed by Frings-Hessami and Oliver (2023) as something that can be combined with
archival science.

Project design
For the SpokenWeb, a related SSHRC-funded digital humanities project led by Concordia

English professor Jason Camlot, Francisco Berrizbeitia and Tomasz Neugebauer developed
SWALLOW?/, a lean, open-source document-oriented database for ingesting metadata.
SWALLOW will be re-used to manage metadata for the Zulima collection.

Once metadata is entered into SWALLOW by either Venezuelan graduate students working
under Professor Suarez or graduate students in Canada, digital assets will be uploaded to the
Internet Archive or another suitable repository for public domain archival material such as Flickr
Commons. The digital assets (texts and images) from the collection are all in the public domain
now.

2 https://www.lockss.org/ and https://clockss.org/

3 https://omeka.org/

4 https://www.oclc.org/en/contentdm.html

5 https://collectiveaccess.org/

6 https://collectionspace.org/

7 SWALLOW source code: https://github.com/lib-development-concordiaU/swallow?2 and SWALLOW
documentation: https://github.com/lib-development-concordiaU/swallow2/wiki
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Also, a free website will be created on GitHub Pages for the collection.

Project plan

Pre-project

Before starting the project, we will measure the visibility of Zulima and her works online in
search engines, chatbots, in multiple languages as a pre-test. A set of standard questions to be
asked again at the end of the project to see the impact of the project.

We are also applying for a SSHRC Connection Grant for funding to hire students to assist in
software development, writing documentation and cataloguing.

Part 1A: Software development

Portable application

Building on the current version of SWALLOW, we will develop a portable version of the
software so that it can be run as a standalone software on any compatible computer without
needing to be installed. We will containerize Swallow with Docker?, i.e., modify the software so
that all its components are bundled into a single image that can be run on any operating system.

Software localization

Swallow’s interface is currently only available in English. We will make it localizable, i.e., build
the capacity to have the software in multiple languages, and translate relevant parts of the
software and its schema labels into Spanish, French, and possibly other languages. As we
develop SWALLOW for use for creating digital archives in resource-constrained contexts, we
also want to make it as accessible as possible by providing the software in multiple languages
(Khan & Ullah, 2024). Many languages are spoken by librarians and staff at the Concordia
Library including French, Spanish, Polish, Cantonese, Amharic, and we would like to invite our
colleagues to contribute translations for the software.

Schemas

To output structured and consistent data from SWALLOW to both WikiData and the digital
exhibition website, the appropriate schemas for each item type will be selected from Schema.org,
translated, and pre-loaded into the software.

Documentation
We will hire a Library Studies student to build on existing documentation and have this
translated also.

Part 1B: Cataloguing the Zulima collection

8 https://www.docker.com/
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Concurrent with software development, cataloguing work can start. Libertad Suarez will work
with a PhD candidate student to catalogue the collection in SWALLOW and digitize selected
assets.

Part 2A: Populating WikiData
Additional work will need to be done to find the WikiData equivalents to crosswalk data.

Part 2B: Creating the website on GitHub Pages
Another output of the cataloguing is to create a minimal website that can be hosted for free on

GitHub Pages, but in theory could be hosted anywhere.

Part 3: Asset management
Optimized images, aiming for smallest file size, smallest amount of work, with the most

legibility for images of text.

Since a requirement of the project is to host the digital exhibition website for free, we need to
find a long-term storage space for digitized assets. While research data management workflows
and storage solutions for the sciences are common, the management of humanities research data
is less established. Possibilities exist with Wikimedia Commons, Flickr Commons, Project
Gutenburg, and the Internet Archive.

Expected outcomes
Our hypothesis is that cataloguing the Zulima collection, creating a digital collection website and

exporting the data to Wikidata will increase the visibility and discoverability of this author’s
works online. We will test this by re-asking the pre-test questions in Google and chatbots to see
if results include Zulima. Over time, we would like to see if citations of works in the collection
increase and if more information is added by others to Wikipedia once the data seeds are planted.
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